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What Iphigenia Knows
by Ama Kirchner

1. Iphigenia is in a void. The space surrounding her is not black or gray, nor is it faded light
that tapers off at the edges of her vision. It is the absence of light, of sound, of temperature,
time and space. Iphigenia’s universe begins and ends with the contours of her body: the span
of her wings, the tips of her outstretched claws. Her snout. She flexes her talons and marvels
as they retract slowly into her scaly flesh. Her body was different before. Wasn’t it?
2. Yes. Smooth tan skin, dark curled hair, a splayed-out scar on her knee from falling from
an olive tree as a child. She remembers the fall, how her brother cried out “Iphigenia,
Iphigenia,” a bleating sound that made her laugh through the tears because he sounded like
one of their goats. She remembers her mother’s hands descending from the sky, then rising
towards her mother’s bosom like she was flying home.
3. Iphigenia knows she is dead.
Bronze refracted light across her face, a thousand helmets blazing in the noonday sun.
Beneath them, a thousand smiles. She could smell sea salt, feel the light reflecting off the
waves. Teeth. So many teeth, all lined in a row, like little white soldiers.
4. The screaming wakes her up. It hisses at first, like an ocean being boiled away to nothing,
and later, it roars. There is now a solidness akin to ground beneath her. Iphigenia stands
tentatively on shaky feet, struggling to balance with her body’s new dimensions. Her wings
are heavy. They drag behind her as she wanders in the direction of the sound, limping, her
talons clicking as they meet floor.
The sounds change as she wanders. At times it is a hissing sizzle, the sound of fat on a hot
stone. Other times it sounds like the moment when lighting strikes a tree and a limb falls off
with a great crack. And at times it sounds like the bellow of the wind filling a great ship’s
sails. Iphigenia wanders, following the trail of sounds until she comes across three women,
their dog-faces stained in offal. They look like her—or she like them. Sisters.
“There you are,” hisses the eldest, tall and black with fire for eyes.
“Eat up, little one,” hisses the middle one, motioning her closer with a soft leather wing.
The youngest one simply snarls, tarry ichor dripping from her fangs.
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The three women stand upon a colossal body suspended in empty space, a body like a
planet. A titan. A river of tears flows in torrents from the titan’s eyes as the youngest
suddenly rips into his belly, crowing with pleasure. Iphigenia’s nostrils flare. She is hungry.
Iphigenia looks at the titan and the titan looks at her. In his eyes she sees two earths, one
superimposed over the other. The first is primordial and raw, fecund with life. Strange
creatures populate the earth. The second is ancient and dying, the earth burned raw by a
dying sun. She watches as the stars blink in and out of existence and the world is made and
unmade. She watches gods at war, men at war, a girl on a ship, her auburn hair braided in
gold thread. A ring glints on her finger.
“Ignore him,” hisses the middle sister.
Iphigenia watches as the image of the girl is replaced by her own reflection, a monstress with
wet eyes red as cinnabar. Her thin wings are folded around herself like a threadbare blanket.
She looks small. Her image fades and the titan looks at her, and in his eyes, she sees pity.
Iphigenia’s stomach lurches. She shrieks, ripping into the titan’s body in a frenzy. Her teeth
slice through the skin and muscle neatly. She is surprised to find the taste of ichor as sweet
as honey-wine.
5. Her mother had a copper mirror, shined to a gloss. “These barbarians like to be pale,” she
said with a backward glance, applying a white powder until her golden face lost its boldness
and shine. Her mother’s features were rare. How proud her father must have been when he
returned with her from the war.
“Let me try!” cried her brother, his little hands scrambling for the powder. Iphigenia
laughed as her mother dabbed a small dot of white on the end of his nose. He was a striking
child, soft brown curls that turned gold in the sun.
Iphigenia tousled her brother’s hair as she slid into the place beside her mother. She looked
at her mother’s profile, the curve of her neck, the line of glowing skin at the edge of her
hairline where she had yet to apply the mercury. The line of gold that was her true mother.
She wished she could take a cloth and wipe it all off.
“Your betrothed has sent you a ring,” said her mother, taking Iphigenia’s hand. “Remember.
A ring is a promise.”
The ring was hammered gold and topaz, a beautiful but imperfect circle. It felt cold against
her skin.
6. She awakens with a gasp, her body entangled with the three sisters. They lie intertwined in
a nest on the titan. His chest moves up and down, the slow movement of a ship cresting a
gentle wave. Iphigenia looks downwards to see his entrails, to find the wounds she has
inflicted, but the flesh is already pink and healing. She looks up and sees the titan is staring at
her.
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“I’m sorry,” she hisses, ashamed.
The titan continues to stare. In his eyes, astrolabes exist alongside starships. In his eyes, Troy
is yet to be built, and Troy has already fallen.
“DEATH WILL BE MY WEDDING,” says the titan king, unblinking, and Iphigenia
flinches as if she has been slapped.
7. “I named you Iphigenia,” said her mother. “Because it means strong or stout. A woman
must be strong to survive in this world.” Iphigenia drew a comb through her mother’s hair.
The breeze was soft upon her face, the olive grove bathed in dappled light.
“And what does my name mean, Momma?” her brother asked. He sat cross-legged beside
her, a game of knucklebones in his lap.
“He who would conquer mountains,” said her mother, smiling. She leaned forward to kiss
him on the forehead. “Though for now, you’re still a little mountain.”
Her brother made a face. “I want to conquer mountains.”
“Then first you’ll have to conquer me in a game of knucklebones,” laughed Iphigenia,
opening her eyes. She took one from his little hand and tossed it high in the air, watching as
it rolled, sharp white against the cerulean sky.
8. Iphigenia bears witness to the punishments.
Through the titan’s eyes, she sees the eldest sister disembowel a young boy who hid an asp
in his father’s bed, a talon thrust through his chest and out the other side. She watches the
middle sister remove the head of an unfaithful wife, pausing to lick bloody tissue hanging
like wet lace. The youngest shrieks before a hiccupping child who danced in a god’s sacred
grove, delighting as blood trickles from his ears in thin rivulets. Iphigenia turns away in
disgust.
“Why do they punish?” she asks the titan. His eyes are galaxies now, limitless and
unfathomable. She shivers, pulling her wings in around herself. “What was your crime?” she
whispers.
Iphigenia is not surprised when he does not answer.
9. The wind slapped against her face, beat it. Through bleary eyes she saw her mother’s
beautiful mercury-painted face shining from the dock. She was shouting, but Iphigenia
couldn’t hear anything over the creaking of the ship, the flapping sails.
“What is it?” cried Iphigenia, her face wet with ocean spray. Her mother called again, but
each time the wind rose to match her volume.
“Mother, I can’t hear you!” she cried, increasingly desperate.
16

Something glinted at the periphery of her vision and Iphigenia looked down, noticing the
ring as if for the first time. When she looked up again the coast was far away. Her mother
was gone.
10. Today the titan is a wintry lake, a soft grey fog rolling across his surface. Iphigenia lies on
a rocky outpost at his center watching the punishments in the water. The girl has narrow
shoulders. She is hiding behind an outcrop of rocks along the beach, her breath emerging in
little gasps. The limestone cliff is a white slash of stone above, the sea a lapis lazuli blue.
Iphigenia can see little freckles on her nose, uneven and brown, and a small dot of green at
the middle of her brown eyes. This girl could be her sister. Could have been.
“What is her crime?” asks Iphigenia. The sisters alight, their talons clicking on the pebbled
shore as they approach.
PATRICIDE, booms the titan.
The youngest sister leaps forward, scoring a shallow strike along the girl’s upper arm. She
crows with pleasure as the blood arcs like a rainbow into the yellow soil.
“Why did she do it?” asks Iphigenia. The girl is howling now, her mouth a round O, the
whites of her eyes flashing. Iphigenia is glad she cannot hear her.
FOR HIS CRIMES AGAINST HER.
The middle sister shrieks and the girl doubles over, her hands clasped tight against her ears.
Blood pours between her hands. The eldest approaches.
“How do we punish those who kill their daughters?” asks Iphigenia, her throat tight. The
titan pauses.
WE DO NOT.
With a quick thrust of her foot, the eldest sister slits the girl’s throat. She collapses in a heap
on the beach. They stand over her still form, three massive black silhouettes on a white
beach.
The image dissolves and Iphigenia looks at her reflection in the water, the acid red eyes, the
black and scaly hide. There is a pain, a thrumming in her chest; she hears the sound of wind
against a ship’s sails. With a shriek Iphigenia slashes her talon through the water, her image
destroyed. Ripples within ripples drift to the edges of the lake.
BUT MOTHERS WILL.
11. Iphigenia’s mother:
• liked to trace Iphigenia’s nose at night when she pretended to be asleep, but they
both knew that Iphigenia was awake. She often told Iphigenia that she looked just
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like her grandfather, the one she would never meet. “Did he die in the war?”
Iphigenia asks, but what she wants to ask is: was Father the one who killed him? Her
mother’s mouth draws into a line and that is the only answer she will ever receive.
• called her brother “my heart,” and Iphigenia, “my soul.”
• watched the sea every morning, her eyes hungry for home.
• ate olives all the time. She told Iphigenia that the olives from her country were
darker, saltier, better. That she loved honey as a child but now all she wanted was the
taste of salt. Iphigenia made a face. “Impossible! That will never happen to me!” And
it doesn’t, because she never becomes a woman.
12. “I have a mother,” says Iphigenia. “A home.” Her sisters look at her, their serpent
tongues flicking, their nictitating eyes blinking slowly. They watch as her wings unfurl. She
tests them experimentally, once, twice. What will her mother think of her new body—the
talons, the fangs? How much time has passed? Iphigenia does not care. She pushes off with
her powerful legs and finds it easier than expected, the titan’s colossal body now twinkling
far below her like a distant star.
13. There is the sound of beating winds and then the world is suddenly bright and glistening.
It is loud. The sky shines blue and pale, the vault of heaven rises far above. Seagulls fly
abreast of her and the taste of salt rings on her lips. There are so many smells here, so many
sensations. She can feel time advancing, the parameters of space. She can feel the wind.
She follows it like a thread, slowly moving in the direction of her mother. Her senses are
sharper than anything she has experienced before, the smells almost an assault after the
austerity of the void. How can humans bear the salt, the moisture, the press of sand and
ocean spray and dust upon their skin? How can they bear all this light, this detail? She flies
quickly, and there, sees the place where her ship disembarked, there, the wooden dock where
she saw her mother for the last time. In the distance stands a palace, she knows, and beyond
that, the grove. Her mother is in the grove. Her heart beats like war drums as her wings carry
her home.
The grove is the same as she remembered it. Brown-green grass and squat olive trees, small
rucksacks here and there from olive pickers. She closes her wings around herself, tries to
make herself look smaller, less monstrous. She is embarrassed by what she has become. And
yet her heart rises as she follows the thread to the center of the grove.
There. A mound of earth, hastily covered. A grave with no marker, not a proper burial for
anyone, especially a queen. Iphigenia holds her face to her hands and falls to the earth. The
smell of the soil is more final, even, than the darkness of the void.
14. Bronze glints in the sunlight. Sails fill with wind. A girl screams. Iphigenia remembers.
15. The harbor was filled to the edges with warships, sails upon sails stacked against the gray horizon. None
of the sails were moving. All was still, as if the wind had deposited her where she was to go and just as
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quickly died, its mission complete. The slaves bent over their oars, exhausted, their backs gleaming with sweat
and blood.
She searched for her betrothed on the approaching dock, her eyes scanning for the hero out of legend, and
instead she found her father. Tall, proud, broad. His armor reflected the sun back at her. She held her hand
up to cover her eyes.
“Father,” she said, as she walked down the gangplank flanked by the soldiers. She leaned forward to kiss
him and he leaned away, his eyes averted.
So this is war, the girl thought.
16. They led her, trembling, to the wedding altar. She wore white, gold threads woven throughout her hair as
her mother taught her. Legions of her father's men stood from side to side in their best uniforms, armor
polished and blinding. These were men who could conquer mountains. So much sun and so little wind. The
harbor was far too still.
She walked up to the altar, her eyes cast down and away from her husband to be, the demi-god rumored to be
beautiful as the sun. She searched instead for her father’s gaze, but his eyes were on the sea. His profile was
different with the helmet. He looked like a statue.
"Father?" said Iphigenia.
Her father lunged forward, grabbing her braid with one hand. Iphigenia shrieked at the pain as her head was
yanked sideways, her thin back striking the hard wood of the altar with a crack. She could see the sky above
darkening.
“Father!” screamed Iphigenia, twisting sideways. “Why are you doing this?” She saw her betrothed, the great
hero, grimly press something shining into her father’s hand. The hands that had lifted her up to toss her
towards the sky, the hands that had played with her auburn hair. The edges of Father's mouth were
downturned. There was grey in his beard that she had never seen before.
“Why?” cried Iphigenia. Her father’s face was a twisted mask. He pushed her head away, towards the
watching men of her father’s fleet, the ships in the still harbor. Her heart was bursting through her ribcage.
A seagull swooped over the troops. There was a flash of light and a sharp pain as something plunged into her
chest. Pain. Everywhere, pain. A breeze caressed her skin. The men murmured. The breeze grew in strength,
blowing harder and harder until it became a wind. The pain in her chest began to fade. The men erupted in
cheers but the sound was distant now, muffled. As the world receded she could hear the men chanting to the
rhythm of the war drums.
“Onward to Troy! Onward to victory!”
17. “Iphigenia!” says her mother, turning.
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They are standing on a ship, the same ship that took her to her death. Her mother wears her
favorite dress, a simple linen chiton the color of dried grass. There is a cup of honey-wine in
her hand. “Iphigenia,” she says again, smiling. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
They are alone. No wind pulls at the ship. The light is flat and bright. Iphigenia moves
closer.
“Mother?” she hisses. She tries to keep her mouth closed, ashamed of her rust-colored
fangs, her cinnabar eyes. She pulls her wings in tight around herself.
“Sit here, child,” says her mother, her eyes warm. “Let me have a look at you.” She beckons
Iphigenia to her side. As Iphigenia approaches she sees there is a slash of red at her mother’s
neck, dried blood at the edges. Iphigenia’s face is hot. “Who did this to you?” she asks.
“Come now, sit child,” says her mother. She sits on a wooden bench and holds her hand out
to Iphigenia, who sits beside her.
“Do not look at me,” says Iphigenia.
“My soul,” says her mother, stroking her scales. “How beautiful you are.” She smiles,
taking Iphigenia’s talons into her hands. Her teeth are stained red.
“Did you kill Father?” asks Iphigenia.
“Of course,” her mother says. She takes a sip of honey-wine, her eyes hard.
“And who killed you?” asks Iphigenia. “A soldier? A god?” She swallows. “Was it my
sisters?”
“Does it matter?” says her mother, stroking Iphigenia’s cheek, her eyes soft now. “It’s
all over now.” Iphigenia looks at her mother’s throat, the inside of her neck exposed. She
sees a glint of white bone and has to choke back the rising bile.
“Why don’t the gods avenge the daughters?” asks Iphigenia, hot ichor pumping in her veins.
Her eyes are burning but she does not cry.
Her mother’s eyes never leave Iphigenia’s face. “Perhaps because they know that mothers
always will.”
They sit there, the boat rolling slowly on the placid sea, for a long time. Iphigenia traces her
mother’s face—the smile lines, the scar on her chin, the crow’s nest at the corner of her
eyes. The sky darkens and her mother gradually fades like mist into the starless night.
18. Iphigenia awakens in the grove, her face buried in the soil of her mother’s grave. The air
is still, though there remains a soft scent of lavender. Her mother’s favorite oil. She sees soft
brown curls and a laughing face over a game of knucklebones. Iphigenia opens her eyes to
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look up to find her sisters perched in the trees around her. “Come now, sister,” hisses the
eldest. “It is time to go home.”
“No,” says Iphigenia. “Not yet.”
19. Iphigenia descends in the skies over Argos, the buildings small and white against a blue
so uniform in color that sky is sea and sea is sky. There is running, screaming. Doors slam
shut as she approaches, a collective sigh that becomes a groan and then a tremor. “Erinyes!”
calls one voice, and then another, and then it becomes a mantra, a chant of dread welcoming
her and her sisters.
She alights at the top of the temple and takes in the view. Cypress trees stand here and there
in solitude against the sky, from a distance resembling a man or god in wait. This land of soft
rolling hills and olive trees, of lemon and fig-scent. Her home.
“Iphigenia, please...” she hears a whisper on the wind. It sounds like her mother.
Her sisters swoop and shriek, leering at running crowds below. They are beautiful. Their
steel-sharp talons dried with rust, their black wings thin and slippery and dark as the night.
She whistles to them and they turn in formation, their collective gaze focused, coral-sharp,
on their prey.
The boy is running for a nearby grove. This boy, Iphigenia recalls, was once her brother.
20. Perhaps in time they could let the titan go free. No punishment should be eternal, after
all, even as unspeakable a crime as matricide. Iphigenia figured that a long time ago.
Perhaps, too, she can eventually forgive her father, the soldiers, her former husband-to-be.
Those hands that took her life for a war. Those hands that sent her hurtling into the void.
Perhaps she can forgive her brother, too.
Today is not that day.
She breathes in her brother’s fear, breathes in her rage. Her talons flex in anticipation.
“Come, sisters,” says Iphigenia, and they crow their assent, a cacophony of terrible, beautiful
sound.
Iphigenia is the first to descend, her wings splayed out to block the sun.
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